Liver tumor ablation techniques.
Despite advances in surgical technique, patients with primary and secondary liver tumors remain a difficult management problem, as most tumors are unresectable at presentation. Alternative therapies, involving the in situ destruction of liver tumors, have recently come under scrutiny as palliative options. Percutaneous ethanol injection and cryosurgery have been advocated, but both have associated technical difficulties and adverse effects. Novel liver tumor ablation techniques have recently been developed that work via the induction of localized hyperthermia. There is mounting evidence to support a hypothesis that cancer cells are more selectively sensitive to heat than are normal cells, due to the poor blood supply of neoplastic tissue and the decreased vasodilatation capacity of the neovascular bed. These ablative modalities induce a variable degree of tumor necrosis in unresectable tumors, and therefore may provide useful palliation. Clinical trials are needed to determine the true nature and degree of any palliative benefit. In addition, the determinants of treatment efficacy and the predictability of the necrotic zone must be better understood before these techniques can be contemplated as alternatives to liver resection for cure.